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“More Food Banks Than MacDonalds” - The future of Civil Society ? 
 
The title of this paper came out of a conversation I had on a recent trip to Canada. I had gone 
there because I wanted to spend a bit of time seeing how non-government organisations in 
Canada were faring in this age of re-inventing government. Osborne and Gaebler (1992)  I 
wanted to try and understand whether there were any lessons in the Canadian experience, that 
might be relevant for Australia. As I hope to demonstrate  while there are both similarities and 
differences, the questions facing both nations have a remarkable correspondence. 
 
Canada seemed a natural choice for some comparative work. Both countries have relatively 
small populations. Australia approximately 18 million, Canada 29 million. Both are large land 
mass nations, although Australia is an island continent. Both are colonist nations with 
indigenous populations, whose outstanding claims and grievances are still to be addressed. The 
economies of both countries have been built around the export of mineral resources and 
agricultural products. In the twentieth century their prosperity was assured by the imposition of 
high tariffs and protective trade policies which served to maintain, until the late nineteen 
seventies at least, a high standard of living for members of the mainstream society. 
 
Both countries have experienced high levels of immigration in the post-world war two period. 
Both are concerned about their national place and identity in the context of  regional 
economies and political developments and view the future as a mixture of threat and 
opportunity. Debate within Australia is focussed on  possible future(s) within the rapidly 
developing economies of South-East Asia, while in Canada it is the geographic proximity, 
cultural and economic domination of the United States, which provides the context for such 
discussions. 
 
As federalist systems both countries share a complex economic and social policy 
arrangements, with constitutional arrangements and responsibilities constructing a complex 
political economy around policy implementation. Historically, Australia would seem to have 
adopted a more residualist approach to the provision of income security and transfer payments, 
whereas Canada has in the past been characterised as more universalist in approach. 
Historically, the labour market in Australia has been characterised by a more centralised and 
regulated system. However, since the mid-1980's a trend of deregulation and a movement 
towards enterprise bargaining, together with declining trade union membership has been 
apparent. Reforms in Australia introduced by the Liberal-National Party Coalition government 
elected in 1996, will accelerate these trends. 
 
Both countries are classified as ‘liberal welfare states’ according to the de-commodification 
index developed by Esping-Andersen (1990). This index ranks states according to a persons 
right to a service or capacity to maintain a livelihood without dependence on the market. That 
is, the extent to which a persons social citizenship is conditional upon their ability to work. The 
application of the principle of `less eligibility’ in such states ensures that benefits and services 
provided by the state will be stigmatised, means tested and minimal to ensure that labour 
market participation is the preferred option for citizens, rather than dependence on the state.. 
 
Finally, governments in both countries have developed public policy positions that reflect an 
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ideological commitment to a globalizing agenda of international competitiveness. This 
includes: a commitment to free trade, removal of trade protection, deregulation of financial 
markets, labour markets and financial institutions, a floating currency, low taxation, low 
inflation, and cuts in public expenditures. 
 
 
Globalization and Australia 
 
From the late 1960's it has been apparent that throughout the world the organisation of global 
economic activity is undergoing significant change and re-structuring. In Australia, high rates 
of growth in the 1950's and 60's gave way in the late 1970's and 80's to stagflation, sluggish 
growth, rising unemployment, escalating national debt and a deterioration in Australia’s terms 
of trade. These processes provided the context for moves to internationalise the Australian 
economy. In Australia, it has been argued that the process of internationalizing the economy 
began on the 9th December 1983, when the Hawke government announced the float of the 
Australian dollar and the abolition of exchange controls. This single act linked the Australian 
economy irrevocably to the international market place. Kelly describes the impact as follows, 
 
The float transformed the economic and politics of Australia. It harnessed the 
Australian economy to the international market place - its rigours, excesses and 
ruthlessness. It signalled the demise of the old Australia - regulated, protected, 
introspective. The revolution of financial deregulation embodied four main reforms - 
surrendering official control of the exchange rate, abolishing exchange control over 
movements of capital inside and outside of Australia, deregulation of interest rates and 
foreign bank entry. It meant a freer, faster, market-determined financial system which 
would effect  nearly every business and family in Australia.” ( Kelly 1992:76) 
 
Throughout the eighties,  there seemed to be little effective dissent, at least among business 
and political elites, to the view that concurrent with internationalisation of the economy, there 
had to be a corresponding focus on the implementation of a policy agendas aimed at increasing 
national and international competitiveness. As a paper prepared for EPAC, the Economic 
Planning Advisory Council by the Australian Consumers’ Association and the Australian 
Federation of Consumer Organizations put it, 
 
“There is widespread agreement that Australia needs to improve its international 
competitiveness. Problems of foreign debt, the deterioration in the terms of trade in 
Australia’s traditional exports, and the incapacity of the Australian economy to sustain 
high demand conditions without inflation, have all highlighted the need for an 
improvement in competitiveness.” 
 ( EPAC 1991:  summary) 
 
Almost invariably in the discourse surrounding international competitiveness, there is 
presented an accompanying argument which presents a vision of globalization that stresses the 
need for Australia to break with an uneconomic, unproductive and constrained past.  The 
image of the past which is presented, is  a past viewed by proponents as having not served 
Australia and its citizens well. It is a past redolent with images of protectionism, tariff barriers, 
excessive regulation and inefficient labour market policies which are held responsible for 
 
 
 
Program on Nonprofit Corporations QUT 
4 
holding Australia and the living standards of its citizens back. Juxtaposed against this negative 
motif, the discourse  constructs images of a future that full of dynamic superlatives. A future 
in which technological progress brings about a the global village of communications. Where 
computer technology will provide all citizens not simply with access to cable television, 
tele-shopping, cyberspace real-time communications across the world. The deregulation of 
banks, exchange rates and financial markets will usher in a new era of capital investment. 
Projects in every area of the economy,  held back for so long by inflexible and rigid 
regulations will now flourish. The rationalisation and restructuring of the labour market and 
industrial relations, trade unions and the professions will release the productivity of both 
capital and labour held in check for so long by antediluvian institutions and processes . 
 
The need for financial deregulation and economic restructuring have been  framed not simply 
as the most effective mechanism available to increase international competitiveness, but the 
only viable direction for the nation. Such reforms were presented to the Australian public 
throughout the eighties and nineties as the prerequisite for the achievement of economic 
growth, the improvement of economic efficiency and the creation of a low-inflationary 
environment. Pemberton, referring to what she describes as the “rhetoric of repudiation” notes 
that, 
 
“...under Labor especially, deregulation and privatisation were presented as gateways 
to an exciting and innovative future.” (1995:448) 
 
 
But as Pemberton also points out, this is not a new phenomenon. The economic rationalist 
rhetoric also underpinned Australian political  debates in the 1930's and 1940's regarding the 
future direct of the nation, 
 
“Advocates of social planning in the 1930's and 1940's were also dismissive of old 
ways, and like the economic rationalists of recent years presented their ideas as 
forward-looking, scientific or progressive and those of their opponents (especially the 
doctrine of laissez faire) as backward looking. They too inserted what might be 
regarded in isolation, or in the context of the times, as common sense reforms into 
grander narratives concerning the emergence of a newly rational domestic or 
international order. But the most obvious point of connection is that in the 1930's and 
1940's political thinkers and actors also relied much on the terms rationalism and 
rationalisation, although they were supporting more government regulation of 
economic life not less.” (1995:489) 
 
It is thus somewhat ironic that the contemporary inheritors of that legacy, upon which were 
built the foundations of Australia’s welfare state,  have so quickly and so easily shifted 
ground. As  Paul Keating, the federal treasurer in 1984, subsequently prime minister and a 
major employer of the “rhetoric of repudiation” states,     
 
“There has been a revolution in national attitudes to our existing institutional 
arrangements. There has been a new acceptance of the need for change - to adapt to new 
world realities. Australians are dissatisfied with the mediocrity of our economic 
performance in the post-war years...I do not think it is particularly surprising that it has 
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been a Labor government which has sought most comprehensively to capture this new 
mood and to express it in policy reforms.” ( Quoted in Kelly 1992:92) 
 
 
These types of images of globalization as Marcuse notes are ‘Panglossian’i . Containing within 
them the notion that, whatever the society and individuals with the society might suffer in the 
short term, as a result of internationalisation and restructuring, that in the long run, “it will all 
be for the best.” Marcuse makes the important observation that, 
 
“Globalization is an international process and its components are internationalization 
of activities, technological advance, concentration of economic ownership and control, 
and weakening of democratic public control......globalization is not an impersonal 
natural process dictated by immutable historical laws, but the result of actions by 
people, acting individually, through governments, and through business firms, often in 
conflict with each other; actions that indeed  may lead in a variety of directions. 
Globalization’s impacts therefore, may be, and are very varied, and may vary 
significantly from country to country.(1990:4) 
 
  
In September 1996, the Sydney Morning Herald ran a front page story headed, “Telstra cuts 
22,000 jobs despite record profit”. The record annual profit for 1996 is $2.3 billion exceeding 
the previous 1995 record profit of $1.75 billion. In the past four years Telstra profits have 
grown eightfold. This latest result requires Telstra to pay the Australian Government, and in 
the process benefiting the entire community, a dividend of $1.37 billion. 
As one commentator noted, 
 
“Telstra’s unit costs have been cut by 10 per cent in the past financial year and, on its 
own reckoning, are now 8 per cent below the average for world telecommunications 
companies.” (Kohler SMH 14/9/1996:74) 
 
Despite this, it is proposed to privatise Telstra. Why ? Well, as the Minister for 
Communications, Senator Alston warns,  
 
“...such profits could not be guaranteed after full competition was introduced to the 
telecommunications industry next year. He said, Telstra would soon be playing in a 
different league, and it still needed private investment to drive its efficiency up by 30 
per cent to complete globally” (SMH 14/9/1996: 
 
The case of Telstra is illustrative of what has been occurring in the Australian economy for a 
number of years. Despite record profits, major Australian corporations engage in restructuring 
processes which result in massive job losses. Such examples illustrate well, the headlong 
ideological rush towards marketisation, endorsing the notion that national economies cannot 
stand outside of the internationalised global economy. 
 
As Mishra notes, 
 
“National economies are now subject to the vagaries of the global market place and 
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governments can do little to control this state of affairs. More precisely, nation states 
have to submit to the dictates of the global market place; their social policies have to 
accommodate the requirements of international competition. Put simply, the logic of 
the globalized economy is to end full employment, reduce social spending and 
increasingly residualise social policy. By implication, it matters little which party or 
type of government is in office since it has to follow the same policy.” (Mishra 
1995:16) 
 
 
The globalization of the Australian economy in the last decade has had immense impacts on 
every aspect of Australian life. Few parts of the economy, our political discourse, culture or our 
individual and social relations have managed to escape this international juggernautii .  The 
impact of globalization throughout the eighties and nineties has seen significant changes within 
the mixed economy of welfare. Previously established boundaries between statutory, 
government provided, non-government, for profit organisations and the informal sector have 
become increasing blurred. Workers within these sectors have found themselves confronting 
demands for change at all levels and from many different directions. These changes have often 
resulted in a sense of confusion regarding the identity of non-government organisations and 
their place in the re-structured order of things. These processes have left many members of 
boards of management, professionals, workers, and volunteers in community organisations 
questioning their marketised future. 
 
 
 
Impacts of economic restructuring- Australia 
 
In the case of Australia, the economic impacts of the economic restructuring process during 
this period has seen increased polarization of income levels and massive job shedding, with 
unemployment passing ten percent in 1982, and once again in 1991. As Forrest points out, 
 
In mid 1994, 27 % of Australian families, including 22 per cent of two parent families 
had no employed member. Some 660,000 children aged 0-14 lived in homes where the 
sole or both parents were unemployed” (Forrest 1995:47) 
 
 
Poverty especially among single parents, children and working age people has increased with 
data indicated that in excess of 1,128,000 were living in poverty in 1989-90. (QCOSS 1995:14) 
Income polarisation has increased with Harding (1994), showing that by the conclusion of the 
1980's the richest 10 per cent of Australian households obtained 23 per cent of all personal 
income, as opposed to the poorest 10 per cent who received less than 3 per cent. At the same 
time the distribution of wealth has become even more highly concentrated. Dilnot (1990a, 
1990b) utilising 1986 data shows that 20 per cent of all wealth is held by just one per cent of the 
population, whilst the wealthiest 10 per cent hold just over 55 per cent of all wealth. The 
bottom 50% per cent of the population hold just 7 per cent of wealth, with the bottom 30 per 
cent holding no wealth at all. 
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Globalization and Canada 
 
 
I began my trip in Vancouver and finished it a month later in Toronto. Travelling across 
Canada I met many people. I was warmly and generously received by many individuals and 
organisations, who were happy to share their experiences and also wanted to know my views of 
what was happening in Australia. However, I also encountered a severe sense of desperation 
among people working in many non-government organisations working in the welfare area. I 
can recall quite clearly my sense of surprise at a comment made to me by the Director of 
NAPO, the National Association of  Poverty Organisations. An advocacy organisation on 
behalf of the poor who have run numerous social action campaigns on poverty in Canada.  I 
was told: 
 
“You know we now have more food banks in Canada than 
MacDonald outlets.” 
 
 
The first food bank in Canada opened in 1981.  By March 1990 food banks served 337,000 
people a month.  By the end of 1990, there were 303 communities with food banks, serving 
590,000 people per month.  By Sept 1994, there were 456 communities in Canada with food 
banks, which represented over 1500 local and neighbourhood food banks, hundreds more meal 
programs, children’s breakfast clubs and drop in centres. 
 
Over 800,000 people a month currently use food banks. 
(Canadian Association of Food Banks: 1996: 3 ) 
 
As one person commented: 
 
“Federal and Provincial Governments in Canada have been going on about 
creating new industries for the past ten years.  Well they have been very 
successful in one area.  Poverty is the biggest is a growth industry we have in 
this country at the moment.” 
 
 “Thatcherism” in the U.K., has become “Rogernomics” in New Zealand, becomes the 
Gingrich “New Republicans” in the USA, becomes “The Common-Sense Revolution” in 
Ontario, we are still waiting for nominations for Australia.  Underlying these processes is a 
rejection of the so-called post-war Keynesian consensus. 
 
As  in Australia, the Canadian welfare state is represented by many  politicians, business  
and the media as being largely, if not totally responsible for the economic malaise of Western 
nations.  If national economies are to be returned to economic soundness this will require 
massive public spending cuts, and an end to universal health and welfare programs, 
privatisation of government owned enterprises and businesses and a move towards user-pays 
systems. The goal is to become “internationally competitive”.  Since the floating of national 
currencies and the de-regulation of finance and banking, it is the “foreign financial markets” 
that require of national and regional governments massive spending cuts, lower corporate 
taxation rates, deregulation of the labour market, and an attack upon unionization, wage 
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regulation and social programs - for these are held to be the cause of  the so-called “market 
rigidities” making labour too expensive and foreign and local investment not sufficiently 
attractive. Who are we to argue ? 
 
For many observers and commentators on the Canadian scene the growth in poverty is not 
unrelated to these types of economic and social and cultural changes.  Changes that have been 
occurring at an international, national and provincial level for some time.  Like Australia, the 
governments of Canada are also pursuing the elusive image of an internationally competitive 
economy.  The issue of deficits and debt have been elevated in the media and public political 
debate to the exclusion of other important but competing issues including: the desperate plight 
of the poor, the low waged and the unemployed their dependents and families. 
 
In Canada as in Australia, public political debate in constructed by a media owned and run by 
trans-national companies.  It is therefore hardly surprising that politicians of all party political 
persuasions in Canada find high on their agenda: 
 
* reduction of the ratio of national debt to GDP 
* the reduction of taxation 
* the achievement of a low inflation business environment 
* reducing the structural deficit 
* bringing the current account budget to surplus 
* creating an internationally competitive economy 
McQuaig (1995) 
 
Against these issues, as groups in Canada have pointed out, questions related to poverty, 
unemployment and the needs of disadvantaged people have consistently taken a back seat in 
policy discussion and decisions. 
 
Impacts of economic restructuring - Canada 
 
As the issues of managing the deficit and debt have assumed centre stage in policy terms, 
policy goals such as full employment, and the pursuit of social justice goals relating to access, 
participation and equity in provision of services have been dropped. 
 
As Yalnizyan notes, 
 
“By 1991 4.2 million Canadians were officially poor. Of these 1.2 million were children 
under the age of 18, representing 18.3 per cent of all Canadian children, up from around 14 
per cent for most of the 1970's. While slightly more than half of all poor children live in two 
parent families (54 percent), the chances of being poor in a single family headed by a 
woman was a staggering 62 percent in 1991.”       (Yalnizyan 1993:2) 
 
In 1992 there were more than 2.7 million recipients of social assistance, and over 1.5 million 
Canadian officially out of work. Income disparities in the market place have steadily increased 
inequalities. The richest 10 per cent of Canadian households control 26 percent of all market 
income. This contrasts strongly with the bottom 10 per cent of families who between 1983 and 
1991 saw a 47 percent decline in their share of market incomes, to 0.7 per cent of all earning 
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and returns on investment Yalnizyan notes that, 
 
“...comparing market income to total income data it is only income security programs 
which have kept the poor from a free fall into destitution. ( 1993:2) 
 
 
Reinventing, de-inventing or restructuring of government  
 
If the nature of the problems sound familiar to any Australian, then so do the proposed 
strategies for addressing them.  The list of strategies is almost invariably justified with an 
argument that runs along the following lines: 
 
Economic growth is a powerful tool which helps reduce cyclical deficits - that 
portion of the budget shortfall resulting from low economic productivity and 
recession.  However, economic growth alone may be of limited usefulness in 
addressing structural deficits - a chronic imbalance between revenues and 
expenditures existing in both buoyant and depressed economic conditions.  
Substantial and sustained growth will be necessary if the economy is to reduce 
structural deficits.  Since this is unlikely in the near future, governments have 
been forced to implement other measures”. (Canada West Foundation 1995: 
p.1). 
 
Some, many or all of these “other measures” which I have listed below and a few more besides, 
may then follow. Many of these strategies come under the heading of restructuring 
government.  They build upon the work and ideas of Osborne & Gaebler (1992) in their book 
Reinventing Government: How the Entrepreneurial Spirit is Transforming the Public Sector.  
More recently the term deinvention of Government, has entered the debate, which suggests that 
certain functions of government should be left to some other entity - the private sector, 
non-government sector, the community, the family, the individual. 
 
 
These measures include among other things: 
 
* elimination of services 
* elimination of boards, quangos, industry committees, consultative structures  
  etc. 
* increased cost recovery 
* introduction of user fees 
* increase of user fees 
* corporatisation 
* marketisation 
* commercialisation 
* privatisation 
* new public/private partnerships 
* more inter-governmental co-operation  
* cuts in public expenditures 
* cuts in levels of transfer payments (social security) 
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* new measures to detect fraud 
* improved auditing for accountability 
* deregulation 
* single window service delivery (one stop shops) 
* amalgamation of support functions or structures 
* regionalisation and rationalisation 
* contracting out 
* compulsory competitive tendering of all services 
* introduction of reduced working hours 
* trade off on working conditions 
* more extensive use of volunteers 
* introduction of efficiency incentives (financial) 
* introduction of efficiency dividends 
* more community involvement 
* targeting via use of means of eligibility tests 
* downsizing (creating unemployment via retrenchment and redundancy) 
* use of attrition (do not replace when worn out - including people) 
* reduction in overhead costs via outsourcing 
* introduction of budget holder models 
* user of funder-provider split mechanisms 
* use of vouchers 
* individualised funding 
* case management 
* benchmarking and standardization 
* reduction of overlap or duplication 
* conversion to employee ownership. 
 
The language of the new order 
 
David Reisman, the American novelist wrote: 
 
Words not only affect us temporarily; they change us, they socialise or unsocialise us”. 
 
In the case of the term “The Third Sector”, even the collective noun for non-government and 
community organisations in Australia has had to be re-invented.  As the above list of strategies 
makes clear, underpinning this new language, sits a radical  revolution not simply in new 
techniques to be applied, but a new conceptualisation of the role and relationships of 
government, the market, community and non-government organisations and what are now to 
be called “customers”. It is already clear that it is not just government organisations that are to 
be reinvented or deinvented, it is community and non-government organisations as well. 
 
 Long standing assumptions arrived at in an evolutionary manner about the role of 
government, the market, community services, the structure of human services and the work to 
be done within them is being challenged with a new language, and are being changed, and 
without too much evidence that such proposals will work any more effectively than previous 
arrangements and just as importantly, with very little public debate about the impacts or 
implications. 
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John Ralston Saul is a distinguished Canadian writer and  commentator. In his 1995 book, 
Unconscious Civilisation, he makes the point that Canadian society is only superficially based 
upon democracy. Increasingly it is a corporatist society where language is cut off from reality. 
Where the sacking of thousands of workers with all of its implications is termed “downsizing”, 
often the only implication to be discussed is the impact on corporate profitability, rather than 
the economic, social and cultural impacts on thousands of people and their dependents. Ralston 
Saul distinguishes between, 
 
“...public language - enormous, rich, varied and more or less powerless. Then there is 
corporatist language, attached to power and action. Corporatist language itself breaks into 
three types. Rhetoric, propaganda and dialect.( (Raulston Saul 1997:48) 
 
Raulston Saul describes “dialect” in terms of its  specialist function, purposely impenetrable 
to the non-expert, with thick defensive walls that protect each corporation’s sense of 
importance, 
 
“..the purpose of such obscure language could be reduced to the following formula: 
obscurity suggests complexity which suggests importance. The dialects are thus more or 
less weapons of self protection and unconscious tools of self-deception. This splitting of 
language into a public domain versus a corporatist domain makes it very difficult for 
anyone - outsider or insider - to grasp reality.”( 1997:50) 
 
And it is the “reality” of the reinvention or deinvention of government that we need to 
understand, analyse and communicate. As noted above Raulston Saul proposes a tri-partite 
division of corporatist language: Rhetoric, Propaganda and Dialect, which he refers to as 
 
 “..three ideological tools for preventing communication. It is difficult to separate the first 
two. Rhetoric describes the public face of ideology. Propaganda sells it. They are both 
aimed at the normalization of the untrue. “ (1997:63) 
. 
In Canada as Paul Leduc Browne notes: 
 
“The fiscal crisis of the State has given neo-conservatism the ideological and political 
upper hand.  In practice all levels of government are moving to eliminate, privatise, 
commercialise and contract out public services.  As Finance Minister Paul Martin 
asserted in his 1985 budget speech, the role of government, “is to do what only 
government can do best - and leave the rest for those who can do better - whether 
business, labour, or the voluntary sector.  Government services may then be 
eliminated completely or left to business or charity...In the process, non-profit 
organisations, especially those which mobilize volunteers, are being touted either as 
substitutes for the welfare state or as agents for a new, leaner government.  Some 
neo-conservatives see private philanthropy and volunteer work as sufficient in 
themselves to replace government.  But most importantly, neo-conservatives see the 
increasing integration of the non-profit sector into the web of a government-controlled 
contracting regime, in which government grants and contributions to public interest 
constituencies is replaced by fees for contracted services. “(1996: p.3.). 
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It is this process of “integration” of non-government organisations into a web of a government 
controlled contracting regime which is of major concern to many people that I spoke with in 
Canada and which I now want to discuss in the context of the emerging debates about what is 
being referred to as “Civil Society”. 
 
Civil society and the future? 
 
Martyn Krygier notes that: 
 
“Civil society is a concept whose time appears to have come, after a century of neglect.  
It has a long cosmopolitan and history, and in the last twenty years or so has become the 
subject of revived interest, first of all as a result of its espousal by dissident movements 
in communist (and other dictatorial) states.  From there its popularity has revived in 
the West, and now in Australia, where it is espoused on one part of the political 
spectrum by Nick Griener and on another by Eva Cox.  It is clearly thought a Good 
Thing by those who recommend it, but what is it? (Krygier 1996:4) 
 
In a scholarly analysis Krygier outlines the long historical antecedents of the concept.  He 
notes that “Its dissident propagators emphasized it as a space independent of the State”.  
Whereas early modern discussions tended to be emphasize not merely a “social space” but a 
new type of society which was developing in the modern West.  In North America, Robert 
Putnam (1992) has focussed on the need for a strong civil society to make democracy work.  
He quotes from many studies to make the argument that there exists a strong correlation 
between a strong participative culture, a confident and safe society and economic prosperity.  
Adam Farrar describes civil society as: 
 
“...the sum of the institutions through which we act collectively for the mutual good - 
acting as citizens.  It stands between, on one hand, the private or individual realms of 
family or private profit, and on the other, those institutions of the State which act on us, 
rather than with us - through which we are seen as clients or subjects.  (Farrar 1996: 
viii). 
 
Civil society is thus comprised in part, of the thousands of community and non-government 
organisations in every area of economic, political, social and cultural life, which facilitate our 
interactions as human beings and enable us to participate collectively in community and 
society.  A central feature of civil society is the existence of a plurality of intermediary social 
organisations, associations, noteworthy for the fact that they are voluntaristic in membership, 
that they encompass quite different and even opposing aims and ends.   To quote Krygier once 
more: 
 
“In civil societies differences are tolerated, different organisations and institutions 
develop to cater for them, participation in certain institutions is compatible with 
participation in certain others.  In uncivil ones, the idea that citizens should belong to a 
common society and at the same time maintain a variety of different loyalties, 
affections, interests, associations and organisations, is unavailable or under constant 
often, dangerous threat.  Intolerant community, whether based on primordial, 
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premodern, ethnic, ethnocentric, national, linguistic, or religious loyalties, or whether 
primarily the result of political manipulation, is incompatible with civil society. 
(Krygier 1996:13). 
 
It is of relevance to note that civil society and its nature have been a central part of the public 
policy debates in the USA, where the new republicans have argued for a shift of responsibilities 
from the State to “civil society”.  However, this conceptualisation seems to take the view that 
all that civil society requires is good old fashioned free enterprise, and the less that the State, or 
any other institution or person is allowed to interfere with it the better.  It seems that in this 
view, charitable activities conducted on a voluntary basis are to be preferred substitute for 200 
years of evolutionary institutions and policy activity leading towards that set of social, 
economic, political and cultural arrangements known as the welfare state.  Indeed, the 
argument can be made that the welfare state, in its myriad forms in many countries, evolved 
because of the failure of the market as an institution to assure civil society. More than this,  it 
is important to remember that the defining values for non-government and community 
organisations are: 
 
(I) independence (freedom of association -we value our autonomy and independent base, 
that we have freely chosen to come together); 
 
(ii) altruism (concern for others -even among self-help groups there is frequently expressed 
the value of wanting to contribute something for others in similar circumstances, not 
merely looking after one’s own interests); and 
 
(iii) community (collective action - we believe that together we can achieve things that 
cannot be accomplished by individuals acting alone). 
 
(Nowland-Foreman 1996:4) 
 
The agenda of the ideological proponents of the reinventing and deinventing government 
agenda are not simply concerned with issues of how to develop more flexible, accountable and 
responsive institutions or organisations, whether bureaucratic or not, whether State based,  
private for profit or non-government.  Criticism on these counts has been directed and 
continues to be directed at institutions and organisations in all sectors from all political 
directions.  It is worth noting that, even Osborne and Gaebler, the architects of the reinventing 
government agenda, argue explicitly against the idea that government should be run like a 
business enterprise.  Stating that  if it were, then “democracy would be the first casualty”.  
Brennan makes the following point regarding Osborne and Gaebler’s analysis: 
 
“Their main thesis is the need to modernise public administration and bureaucracy to 
make the structures and processes more relevant to the needs of the contemporary 
world.  They argue that hierarchical, centralised bureaucracies may have been 
appropriate in another era, but do not function well in today’s information rich, 
knowledge intensive society and economy”. (Brennan 1996: p, 6). 
 
My own experience as an organisational consultant suggests  there is no organisation or 
service that is so perfect that cannot be improved, nor are there any so bad, that they cannot be 
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made worse. For this reason there is a need for caution. The wisdom of the old proverb ‘hasten 
slowly’ has much to commend it. However, what is more concerning to me about these issues 
and trends is the manner in which government dressed in its new marketised ideology and 
equipped with its new marketised language, concepts and techniques, is using its institutional 
power to radically restructure non-government organisations and reform (remake) them in its 
preferred image.  This process I want to argue has profound implications of the future of civil 
society as defined and discussed earlier.  
 
Some conclusions and questions 
 
Much of the discussion and debate over the re-inventing government project has been focussed 
on the efficacy of the techniques employed to undertake the task, focussing on the 
managerialist questions of the re-structuring of services, the relations between government, 
providers and consumers, economic efficiency and effectiveness questions and so on.  Indeed, 
in the case of Purchase of Service Contracting (POSC) major research effort has gone into 
tackling questions such as does contracting out work?  What are its economic costs and 
benefits?  Is it cheaper than other alternatives? How are accountability, service levels and 
quality to be monitored and maintained?  And so on.  The evaluation focus has largely been 
determined by the agenda of politicians and funding structures rather than provider 
organisations or citizens and that focus has largely been driven by economic rather than social 
or cultural values. 
 
Very little research effort has gone into understanding the impact of these processes on 
non-government organisations and their roles in community and society.  What 
transformations occur in membership, participation, interaction, roles, community 
involvement and support?  What happens to the members goals and objectives?  What 
happens to community development when the focus is only on funding services.  What 
happens to the delicate balance of democratic institutions and citizens lives when advocacy  is 
deemed not permissible? iii  What happens to an organisations social legitimacy in these 
changing situations ? What are the real impacts on society, community, community 
organisations, their members and consumers ?   
 
These are only some of the questions we need to think about in the context of understanding 
that community organisations perform complex and diverse functions in civil society. 
Community organisations are formed and maintained by values that are not those of the market 
place nor those of the bureaucracy.  
 
 
 
Not just “little fingers of the state” nor “just another business” 
 
What I want to argue, is that there are two distinct processes at work in the re-structuring of 
government agenda. These processes are multi-layered and multi-focussed. They are 
inter-related and feed off of each other. Funding cuts and under-resourcing of organisations 
leads to decline in services and functions, which in turn leads to management, worker, member, 
consumer and citizen disatisfaction - which in turn then leads to demands for more 
accountability, efficiency and effectiveness - which in turn may lead to demands for 
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corporatisation, marketization, commercialisation thence privatisation.  
 
 Taken together the reinvention and deinvention agendas form a direct attack upon the role and 
autonomy of community organisations and in the process civil society. In both cases they seek 
to expropriate civil legitimacy and voluntaristic resources of community organisations and 
apply that legitimacy and those resources to other purposes. 
 
Nyland, building on the work of Billis and Harris (1992) in the U.K., utilises the term 
“aggressive instrumentalism” to describe the manner in which governments, 
 
“...actively utilise the nonprofit sector for the implementation of social policy and the 
delivery of welfare services. They [Billis and Harris] have documented the move towards 
this mode of operation in Britain. Australia appears to be witnessing a similar 
intensification of this process, with a shift away from community sector organisations 
being regarded by government, as autonomous representatives of the ‘community”, and 
toward them being regarded as a convenient conduit for public services.” (Nyland 
1993:100) 
 
Community organisations need to assert their autonomy and their uniqueness.  They are not 
“simply “little fingers of the state” (Nyland 1993). Although it is clear that some seem 
confused on this issue, including funding organisations. 
 
While the reinventing government agenda might be seen as a concerted effort to convert 
community organisations into “little fingers of the state “, we need to distinguish this process 
from the  deinventing government agenda which seeks to turn them into “just another 
business”.  This strategy is built upon a set of values that are in essence economistic, oriented 
towards marketization and profit.  This agenda is concerned with using the market 
opportunities that have emerged as a result of re-structuring processes to identify and develop 
market niches within what is now called the “community services industry” suitable for 
conversion from public services to private business. 
 
I want to suggest that the proponents of deinventing government have little time for the broader 
role in civil society performed by community organisations. Nor is simply a question of 
decision-makers being ignorant of the importance of such diversity, or  its contribution to civil 
society that is important. What is important is the belief that these organisations are nothing 
more than “just another business”,  with all that the statement entails,  and it is that which 
should cause us concern. As John Raulston Saul notes of the Canadian situation, 
 
“It is .... naive or disingenuous for those leading the fight against government to suggest 
that society will be invigorated by smaller government. Responsibility will simply be 
transferred to an equally if not more sluggish bureaucracy in the private sector. What’s 
more, by demonizing the public civil servant they are obscuring the matter of the citizen’s 
legitimacy and of the public good which only that legitimacy can produce. People can 
become so obsessed by hating government that they forget it is the only powerful public 
force they have purchase on. 
 
“This is what makes the neo-conservative and market-force arguments so disingenuous. 
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Their remarkably successful demonisation of the public sector has turned much of the 
citizenry against their own mechanism. Many of us have been enrolled in the cause of 
interests that have no particular concern for the citizens welfare. Our welfare. Instead the 
citizen is reduced to the status of a subject at the foot of the throne of the marketplace. “ 
 
(Raulston Saul 1997:80) 
 
The point that needs to be asserted and re-asserted at every opportunity is that the thousands of 
community and non-government organisations in this country and other countries serve and 
perform roles and functions within civil society that are broader than simply delivering 
services. It is these roles and functions that desperately need to be fostered and expanded. They 
are what Cox refers to as “social capital”,  
 
“...the social glue, the weft and warp of the social fabric which comprises the myriad of 
interactions that make up our public and private lives - our vita activa...These are the familiar 
community groups; non-profit organisations such as P&C’s, local environment groups, Rotary, 
craft groups, neighbourhood centres, local sporting groups, some ethnic and religious groups, 
reading groups, fund raising organisations, playgroups and others which have an egalitarian 
voluntary structure.  Such groups are generally run democratically; people participate because 
they want to and their processes involve members working together on tasks, developing trust 
and mutually rewarding relationships”.  (Cox 1996: p, 18). 
 
In our society the social problems are too great and our social capital is too precious to allow it 
to be corporatised, marketised, commercialised and ultimately privatised without a murmur of 
protest. 
 
What does the growth of “food banks” in Canada mentioned in the title of this paper represent? 
This is an important question given that food banks have now made an appearance in some 
Australian cities iv. We need to ask what exactly does the emergence of this new service  
“innovation” actually mean ?  Does it herald new age of opportunity for community 
organisations dressed like the emperor, in their new supposedly cost efficient, cost effective, 
outcome based clothes ?  
 
There is little doubt that the new arrangements are bringing into being new organisations. Just 
as the same arrangements are remaking old ones. Unfortunately, the problems and the issues 
faced by the poor, the disadvantaged, the marginalised and the disenfranchised do not seem to 
change. There are just more and more of them and fewer and fewer resources to respond to 
their needs. 
 
 Are food banks exemplary of the application of the new service technologies - efficient - 
effective - well managed and above all cheap ? We should ask ourselves, without being critical 
of those who so willingly give their time and effort to them, what exactly the emergence of a 
new organisation such as food banks represent for our society. Are they a welcome indicator 
that “civil society” is still out there, alive and well and thriving? Or are they simply yet another 
indicator of how we  have failed the weaker and marginalized groups, families and individuals 
of our society in the past, and perhaps an indicator of just  how much we can continue to fail 
them in the future. 
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 “Little fingers of the state” or “just another business” -  is this the future of civil society ? I 
sincerely hope not. 
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 Endnotes 
 
 
                                                 
i. Dr Pangloss is character in Voltaire’s novel Candide. His character is invested with incurable 
and misleading optimism. As tutor, he educates the young man Candide, in the philosophy of 
“all is for the best, in this best of all possible worlds.” 
ii. 
Juggernaut or Jagganath is the cult title of the Hindu God Vishnu. The chief festival is 
celebrated when Jagganath is dragged in his car (over thirty five feet square and forty five feet 
high and with sixteen wheels, each seven foot in diameter) from one temple to another. The 
belief that pilgrims cast themselves under the wheels to be crushed to death is largely without 
foundation. However, as the Wordsworth Dictionary of Phrase and Fable notes, 
 
“...it has led to the phrase,`the car of  the juggernaut’, used to denote customs, 
institutions, etc., beneath which people are ruthlessly and unnecessarily crushed” (1994:596) 
 
However, despite the attractiveness of the image it is important to note that globalization is not 
predetermined nor is it an inevitable outcome of impersonal forces beyond everyone’s control. 
The point should be emphasised that these directions are subject to political will, however 
imperfectly that will is aggregated and articulated. Social and political institutions, including 
political parties, trade unions, interest groups and social movements and community 
organisations have a capacity to analyse and organise around issues. There is a need for such 
groupings to assert the contemporary relevance of ideas of economic and social justice, and the 
importance of compassion. It is the mobilisation of public opinion and the belief in the power 
of collective action - that is, that we can do more collectively that individually that not only 
needs affirmation, but organisation.. 
 
 It is the uncritical acceptance of the so-called  “Jugganaut” nature of these processes in the 
discourse of globalization that is de-powering. In the sense that it leaves us with a perception 
that there is nothing to do and that nothing can be done. 
 
iii. At the time of writing Queensland Branch of the Royal Society for Prevention of Cruelty to 
Animals has found itself in trouble with the Minister of the State Government funding 
department, for undertaking policy advocacy. One of the only “consumer” based policy 
advocacy organisations in the public health area in Queensland, Consumer Health Advocacy, 
recently had its funding slashed following too vigorous pursuit of its public agenda. Stories of 
the de-funding of consumer and policy advocacy agencies are were commonplace in all places 
visited in Canada. 
iv. Food banks now exist in Queensland, West Australia, New South Wales and Victoria. The 
Queensland food bank has been operating for two years. It has one paid worker and is operated 
with volunteers. It provides food for distribution to approximately 120 agencies in South-East 
Queensland. 
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